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Beat Breitenstein was completely unknown to me, 
both as a person and as an artist, until I met him 
a few years ago and got to know him better. It 
was also unknown to me that he had been able 
to make a living from his art for quite some time. 
We often talked about art during our subsequent 
meetings, his art. He showed me pictures of his 
sculptures. I was immediately fascinated by their 
monumentality. One day, we talked about his 
wish to publish something for his 70th birthday. 
It seemed reasonable to me, a kind of retrospec-
tive, a biography through his work. I offered to 
help him. So, I visited him for the first time in 
his studio in Ins. Next to the birthplace of Albert 
Anker. An inspiring neighbourhood, no doubt. 
His home studio is located in this magnificent, 
somewhat dilapidated tithe barn, built between 
1679 and 1681. Beat, always elegantly dressed, 
well-groomed, and carefully shaven, was not 
someone I could initially associate with this stu-
dio. I had imagined a modern, spacious, and bright 
studio. I was all the more surprised by the loca-
tion. Simple. A spacious room with a large table. 
The shelves on the walls filled with works, boxes, 
pieces of wood, and much more. Everything you 
need to make art. A kitchenette and toilet looked 
makeshift. Next to it was his bedroom. A cell in 
a monastery would probably not look much dif-
ferent. The stone walls were painted white. One 
window offered a view of the countryside, while 
the other looked out onto the studio. I stood there 
and marvelled. My impression of Beat immediate-
ly changed. I had thought he was a slightly aloof 
artist from a good family who made art. Now I 
saw him in a completely different light. His as-
cetic life of simplicity, focusing on the essentials, 
giving up everything “normal” for his art. That 
fascinated me. I was immediately ready to sup-
port him with all my means.

With this book, we want to do justice to Beat 
Breitenstein as a person and an artist. To describe 
his career. From modeler to sculptor. His first 
sculptures were organic, long, thin figures, female 
bodies, carefully sanded down. The fine surface of 
the fabric transferred to the wood. When you ran 
your hand over it, you couldn’t tell the difference. 
A smooth transition from textile to wood. In the 
beginning, Beat experimented with different 
types of wood. He examined the different hard-
nesses of the material to find out which wood was 
best suited to his work. Beat realized his passion 
through “his” oak.

New, independent forms followed. Beat sanded 
them down completely at the beginning, polish-
ing them to a high gloss, but this was lost over 
time. The rough surface became a stylistic device, 
the contrast between rough and fine a formal el-
ement. For his 60th birthday, Beat used his old 
cutting patterns as templates for his sculptures. 
He assembled them into cubist-style figures.

Wood, one of the most important materials 
of all : Building material, basic material for fur-
niture, suitable for sculptures, railroad ties, and 

Preface (s. 12-15)

ultimately also for heating. Valuable, renewable. 
In other words, ideal for many things and usable 
for almost everything.

Beat knows about its transience, is aware of it. 
While his basic material, oak, continues to grow 
unchangingly, giving rise to new generations of 
majestic trees, Beat takes care of the old trees. He 
gives them another meaning in life by creating 
art from them. Or by placing them spectacular-
ly in public spaces with small interventions. In 
this way, he brings them back into people’s con-
sciousness. He works on them, often making a 
vertical incision, as if he wants to highlight their 
inner life. This further emphasizes the power of 
these beautiful old giants. Knowing full well that 
they are doomed, he only delays the inevitable. 
As the young oaks grow, his artwork slowly but 
surely dissolves. It decomposes to become one 
with nature again, from which the trees origi-
nated. Returning to the eternal cycle of nature. 
Step by step, very slowly at first, barely visible. 
After the outer layer, the bark, breaks open, ef-
fectively losing its protective shell, the process 
accelerates until everything disappears, absorbed 
into the humus. This takes years, with the final 
dissolution likely to occur long after Beat’s death. 
It beautifully symbolizes our existence on earth, 
from beginning to end. Through Beat’s work, his 
interventions, the trunk is elevated, the tree re-
ceives its final tribute after its already meaningful 
existence. A beautiful ending. 

The wooden panels on the floor, with their di-
verse surfaces, carefully arranged, create exciting 
shapes. Surprising, different ways of looking at 
the versatility of the possibilities of working with 
a piece of oak. Beat invites us to walk barefoot 
across the neatly arranged slabs to feel the dif-
ferent surfaces in their diverse forms. Carefully 
feeling our way forward, sensing the varying 
thicknesses of the slabs. Experiencing the power 
of these trees, absorbing it. Carefully bending our 
toes to explore the edges of the slabs, absorbing 
the warmth. This is how the power of these gi-
ants is transferred to us. A parquet floor out in 
the free.

First interlude

The World Snow Festival has been taking place 
in Grindelwald for several years. The tourism 
association wanted to use it to increase the at-
tractiveness of the location. Teams of artists from 
different countries were invited to create sculp-
tures out of snow. Temporary, as an attraction. 
Beat wanted to create sculptures out of ice. So, 
Beat spent a week in winter on the “Männlichen” 
for several years. There he created beautiful, frag-
ile structures out of ice. Beat filled gloves with 
water, which froze overnight outside at minus 17 
degrees. In the morning, Beat briefly dipped them 
in hot water so he could take the gloves off. Then 
he used his icy hands to shape enchanting sculp-
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tures, sometimes in arctic cold. Freed from all su-
perfluous elements, wonderful shapes and bizarre 
structures emerged. Another year, he worked in a 
team to create larger structures. Pour, freeze, and 
continue.
Sometimes they worked through the night, in the 
bitter cold with numb fingers. Cursing the cold 
but still taking great pleasure in the work of art 
they were creating. They couldn’t decide the fi-
nal form; that was decided by the work and the 
weather. Layer upon layer was applied, and the 
object changed constantly. They took turns every 
three hours. A little sleep. Rest and warm up. This 
project, which lasted for years, was worthwhile 
for the organizers. Many winter tourists came to 
Grindelwald for this very reason. Thus, the pur-
pose was fulfilled. Later, it didn’t get quite as cold 
in winter, and certain shapes were no longer pos-
sible because the ice didn’t freeze quickly enough. 

Second interlude

Beat uses a wide variety of materials. He took part 
in a competition for a large outdoor sculpture at 
the newly built Regio Murten orientation school. 
Beat won the competition and decided to make it 
out of cast quartz grit. This required a different, 
unfamiliar way of working. Beat was breaking 
new ground. He made a prototype out of Styro-
foam. This was encased in wooden shells by a spe-
cialist company. An iron reinforcement had to be 
attached to the core.
The distance to the outer skin had to be 3-5 cm so 
that the sculpture could withstand the weather. 
The quartz mixture was then poured in. It worked. 
Beat used different mixtures for the four large 
sculptures.
He mixed black basalt, white Carrara marble, red 
Jura limestone, and Brazilian lapis lazuli with 
white cement. Each of the four figures thus has 
its own colour. Each sculpture points in a cardinal 
direction, symbolizing four languages. There are 
also four horizontal sections that invite visitors 
to sit down. It is a place to linger and reflect.
Designed as outdoor sculptures, they age very 
differently. Moss grows on the rough surface, 
smoothing it out. This refines the graininess of 
the material, giving the sculptures a new colour-
fulness. The symbiosis of nature and concrete is 
surprising. Incidentally, Beat only made 16 such 
sculptures.
Beat experimented with a wide variety of mate-
rials. But he always returns to his beloved oak. 
This is his material and it motivates him to create. 
The hard wood is used to create filigree-like sculp-
tures, but the power of the material is never lost. 
It is transferred to these objects and from them 
to the viewer.  
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Third interlude

Nieheim Art Trail. Beat has had good contacts 
in Germany for a long time. He was regularly in-
vited to meetings of sculptors in Poppenhausen. 
There he created a large number of sculptures es-
pecially for the town. 
Recently, Beat has been painting oak leaves with 
gold paint and assembling them into collag-
es. Slightly overlapping, they create an exciting 
depth. The refined oak leaf could be said to es-
capes the cycle of transience. He covered some of 
them with another gold leaf. This reinforced its 
three-dimensional character. What else Beat will 
undertake remains to be seen.
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Beat Breitenstein has always felt a strong connec-
tion to trees; they have accompanied him since 
childhood. He is particularly fond of the oak, the 
queen of trees: its deep roots, which anchor it 
firmly in the ground, and its gnarled shape with 
its strongly diverging branches reaching for the 
light, are for Breitenstein the epitome of primal 
power and layered time. For him, oak trees have 
their own identity and special characteristics. 

It is hardly surprising therefore that the artist 
works predominantly with the stately hundred-
year-old oaks. Selecting and finding an oak tree is 
the actual beginning of the dialogue between art-
ist and tree. The creative process from tree to art-
work unfolds gently and quietly — Breitenstein 
takes his time with the felled giant: He circles it 
in his forest studio, tracing its history through its 
shape, its bark, and its scars, gently approaching it 
with his eyes and hands, touching and observing 
it until he finally approaches it with his chainsaw 
and makes the first cuts to remove the bark and 
sapwood — thus “skinning” the tree and exposing 
its interior, the wood.

This exposed core of the oak forms the raw 
material for Breitenstein’s connections. In the 
next step, the wood is hollowed out to a narrow 
shell. With minimal intervention, Breitenstein 
creates his sculptures from it : first, he cuts this 
tree shell into several rings with a saw. The out-
er shape of the trunk remains intact and is still 
recognizable and tangible to the viewer: the in-
dividual ring delimits a small section of the real 

“tree space.” Through Breitenstein’s further artistic 
intervention — he moves, rotates, and pushes the 
various rings — this “tree space” is played around 
with and the sculpture is dynamized and rhyth-
micized: ways of seeing through, into, and out of 
the sculpture are created, drawing the beholder 
into it. At the same time, the association with the 
natural origin of the wood, the tree, remains.

Breitenstein saws other, mainly smaller wood 
cores into non-organic shapes: squares, trian-
gles, and rectangles. He also hollows them out 
and, by turning, shifting, and connecting them, 
transforms them into a new, condensed image. In 
contrast to the rings, the artist deliberately avoids 
any resemblance to the original tree trunk: In 
this group, Breitenstein emphasizes the symbolic 
nature of his works, which are to be understood 
as space-filling hieroglyphs.

The connections have a pictorial quality: the 
marks left in the wood by Beat Breitenstein when 
working on the trunk with a chainsaw appear as 
diagonal, vertical, and horizontal hatching that 
intersect and overlap each other. These actual 
traces of work constitute a pattern with a pic-
torial character. Breitenstein uses the oxidation 
process typical of oak to give the wood a color 
ranging from rust brown to black, the intensity 
of which is influenced by the interventions in 

the wood structure and which in turn makes its 
texture stand out more strongly. These traces of 
work now tell the viewer the story of how the 
sculpture was created. 

Breitenstein’s connections include a group 
of prints that reproduce the three-dimensional 
works in two dimensions. Here, too, the artist 
works closely with the properties of oak, using 
the natural reaction between the tannic acid se-
creted by the oak and iron dust. The individual 
triangles, squares, and rings that have already 
been worked on are moistened and then print-
ed on paper following the construction of the 
sculptures. The result is delicate, unique prints in 
differentiated shades of brown: the rings and ge-
ometric shapes overlap, blurring into one another 
at the intersections. Due to the varying intensity 
of the colour transfer of the individual elements, 
parts that are further away spatially come to the 
fore, while others recede into the background of 
the image. Here, too, the natural wood grain and 
traces of the work create a pictorial structure: 
fine, light lines run like a net through the areas of 
colour, connecting and intersecting. The printed 
sculptures reveal themselves to the viewer in a 
new, reduced — and at the same time expanded 

— form.
Beat Breitenstein takes up the peculiarities of 

oak that are hidden in the nature of this wood 
and works with them: through minimal inter-
ventions in the material — debarking, splintering, 
hollowing out the trunk, laying it apart and (re)
connecting it, and oxidation — the group of works 
entitled “Connections” is created. Breitenstein’s 
sensitive artistic engagement with oak preserves 
its power, dignity, and beauty; the original tree is 

Stella Barmettler, art historian

Connections  
and Unity (s.16-17)
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always palpable, in sculpture and in print. 

From his early beginnings in the field of crafts-
manship to the present day, Beat Breitenstein has 
been exploring the artistic forms and malleability 
of wood as a natural material. For his sculptures, 
he uses freshly felled wood from ancient trees 
or young, growing wood. For the Seeland artist, 
who is celebrating his 70th birthday this year, oak 
trees have been a source of inspiration since the 
beginning of his artistic career.

For a good 32 years, Breitenstein has focused 
almost exclusively on oak wood in his artwork. 
Over the decades, he has become a true expert, 
fascinated by the charisma of the tree with its 
gnarled branches and asymmetrical leaves. He has 
acquired in-depth expertise from books and from 
friends who are foresters or other experts in this 
field. Even as a young boy, he went to the forest 
every Sunday with his father, who was a cabinet-
maker, and studied the local trees and birds.

But what fascinates Beat Breitenstein so much 
about oak wood? It’s beautiful structure, grain, 
durability, colour, and branches, which take on all 
kinds of shapes and grow in all kinds of direc-
tions. But above all : its powerful aura. He is not 
alone in this: in many different cultures, the oak 
is a remarkable symbol, revered as a sacred tree 
and playing an important role in myths and leg-
ends. The aesthetics of oak are obvious, its growth 
rings reminiscent of one’s own life journey. Wood 
as a material has something very warm and pleas-
ant about it. It is hard but fine on the inside and 
rough on the outside; when worked, it takes on 
supple forms.

However, Breitenstein’s interest in art comes 
from elsewhere. He visited international art ex-
hibitions at an early age and soon recognized his 
devotion and fascination with contemporary art. 
In search of a suitable profession, he studied fash-
ion design and spent several years in Norway cre-
ating patterns for major fashion retailers. Similar 
to designing collections, most of his artistic work 
takes place in his head. Days of mental work and 
numerous sketches are produced before the artist 
picks up his chainsaw. Of course, chance always 
plays a role. There are spontaneous decisions. And 
sometimes, when something doesn’t fit at all, he 
destroys his work and burns it in the forest. “I 
am a sculptor and I create installation art.” Period. 
But it’s not quite that easy to pigeonhole Breiten-
stein.

The Sissach native constantly reinvents him-
self and his art. His first works, created around 
40 years ago, are highly polished and refined. 
His studio also contains early handcrafted ob-
jects with a specific purpose, such as a knife or 
an aroma lamp. However, he soon turned away 
from handicrafts. From then on, his interest lay 
in the structure of wood. His early sculptures 
are often abstractions of the human body, hint-
ing at his professional background as a fashion 
designer. He soon abandoned figurative art 

completely and turned his attention entirely to 
abstraction.
Breitenstein never stands still, testing new tech-
niques, materials, and approaches. He wants to 
develop further: “Wood has many faces. I want 
to make these faces visible.” As successful as he 
was with his series of “Connections” (see text by 
Stella Barmettler), he is driven to try new things. 
He worked with a wide variety of woods, with 
concrete, with different printing techniques re-
lated to wood. With stone, with ice or fire. This 
is evidenced by the numerous publications on his 
work and also by older works that he keeps in his 
studio in Ins, which he does not want to part with 
because he likes to have them close to him. Beat 
Breitenstein approaches wood as a material like 
an alchemist and has acquired extensive exper-
tise in the field. Many of his most recent works 
are made of oxidized oak. He oxidizes the tannic 
acid present in oak wood with iron powder or 
sulphate salt, creating a new colour; depending 
on the mixture, the wood becomes lighter or 
darker. Tannic acid is a very special property of 
oak wood, and Breitenstein compares it to wine, 
which is stored in oak barrels and thus acquires a 
very special flavour.

Breitenstein also uses mainly natural mate-
rials in his other works. He combines oak wood 
with glass, beeswax, felt, tin, and lead. Nothing 
chemical or artificial is added to his artworks. He 
has been experimenting with the oxidation of 
wood for 25 years. In his latest work, he oxidizes 
oak wood panels with a 70-year-old wood stain 
that he inherited from his father, marvelling at 
how the nuances change and drift into violet or 
green. For him, every tree trunk is different, its 
colouring is different, you can see where it grew, 
whether on stony ground or in the forest, which 
makes a big difference to the colour of the wood.

Since ancient times, oak wood has been used 
for building houses, ships, and tools. The resil-
ience, hardness, and durability of wood made it 
an indispensable material and led to significant 
technological advances. Sculptures made of wood, 
especially oak, have a long tradition. In Christi-
anity, sculptures have helped to convey religious 
messages. The earliest Christian sculptures were 
purely symbolic in nature: think of the cross, ar-
guably the most important symbol of our West-
ern society. During the Romanesque period (11th 
to 13th centuries), sculpture experienced a great 
upswing, with artists beginning to visualize nar-
ratives in order to convey religious beliefs. The 
Italian sculptor Donatello (1386-1466), one of the 
earliest representatives of wood carving, created 
impressive examples of this art form. Michelan-
gelo Buonarroti (1475-1564), probably the most 
famous sculptor, is often associated with marble 
works, but he also created remarkable sculptures 
from wood. One remarkable work is his wood-
en crucifixion group for the Church of Santo 
Spirito in Florence. Auguste Rodin (1840-1917) 
ushered in the age of modern sculpture. The Ger-

Eva Biegler
art historian, curator

The Alchemist (s.18-21)
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man-French artist Jean Arp (1886-1966) mani-
fested the art of sculpture in abstract, surrealist, 
and Dadaist forms, without reference to figura-
tion. Beat Breitenstein also follows this abstract 
tradition. But he dares to do what his colleagues 
mentioned above never did: he creates wooden 
sculptures for outdoor spaces. His art could be 
compared to that of David Nash (born 1945). The 
well-known British land artist and sculptor also 
exposes his works to wind and weather. Transi-
ence is a deliberate part of Breitenstein’s art. The 
colour of the wood changes over the years as it is 
exposed to the elements. His connection to na-
ture is very important to him. He is interested in 
the contrast between the transient and the per-
fect, as he visualizes it in his artworks. Equally 
striking is the monumentality of his works. In 
the tradition of British sculptor Henry Moore 
(1898-1986), he creates imposing artworks that 
are placed powerfully and majestically in the 
landscape.

His oak trees all come from his local area. 
Trucks and cranes are often needed to transport 
the oak from its place of origin to his forest studio 
in Ins.

But large and monumental works of art are 
particularly difficult to place; the location must 
be right; it must be explored and perceived. So, 
the first step is always to engage with the loca-
tion. The work “Venus,” 2005, sits enthroned on 
the large roundabout between Müntschemier 
and Ins on the grounds of Kurt Gugger’s gravel 
pit. “Venus” is a mighty, thick trunk of a 278-year-
old oak tree. It weighs 6.5 tons. The ancient oak 
tree comes from the main road in Gampelen in 
the Seeland region. According to legend, Napole-
on Bonaparte planted this oak tree after winning 
the Battle of Grauholz (1798), capturing the cap-
ital Bern and thus heralding the end of the old 
Swiss Confederation. Napoleon then moved on 
to Neuchâtel, where he planted further avenues 
of oak trees. After road construction work and 
damage to its root system, the oak tree lost its 
footing. Beat Breitenstein, who was well known 
in the area for his sustainable work with oak 
trees, was informed. Breitenstein had it trans-
ported to his forest studio and worked on it. The 
artist placed it and three other artistic works in 
the environmentally conserved gravel pit. He 
named the work “Venus”: on one side, it is round 
and finely crafted, while on the other, the rough, 
gnarled, angular features of the oak tree have 
been left intact, with no curves visible (see cov-
er illustration). Like women, who, according to 
Breitenstein, always have two sides: the delicate, 
cuddly side and the angular side. He worked the 
oak with a chainsaw. The bark and sapwood were 
removed, leaving only the heartwood visible. 
The sapwood protects the oak from beetles and 
rot. That is why “Venus” does not stand on the 
ground, but is placed on stones, gliding, lifted off 
the ground. This prevents moisture from reaching 
the wood from below, delaying the decay process. 
An ancient, carved oak tree also floats in the rose 

garden next to the Kunsthaus Zofingen. This oak 
tree comes from Avenches, where it was planted 
in honour of General Guisan. The street on which 
the Kunsthaus Zofingen is located is also named 
after him. Breitenstein worked on it only light-
ly with a chainsaw, sanding and polishing it and 
rubbing it with oil.

The sculptor also seeks the delicate in the mon-
umental: Breitenstein exhibited over 2,000 gilded 
oak leaves in the exhibition “Baumfänger” (Tree 
Catcher) at the Kunsthaus Zofingen. The impres-
sive work “Der Fall. 2000 Eichenblätter, vergold-
et” (The Fall. 2000 Oak Leaves, Gilded) visualizes 
three years of intensive, meditative work.

In the forest, Breitenstein happened to discov-
er three different trees with unusually large oak 
leaves, which he took home and dried. His part-
ner Erika had the idea of gilding the oak leaves 
and using them to design Christmas cards. This 
became something of an obsession for Beat Bre-
itenstein: collecting oak leaves, drying them in 
his studio in Ins, and then refining them with 
gold acrylic paint and a knife tip of 18-karat gold 
dust. This work is incredibly time-consuming. 
The leaves have to be gently pressed, then dried 
for several weeks until their pores are complete-
ly closed so that they can absorb the paint well. 
Paint one side, let it dry, then paint the other side, 
let it dry, and paint the front a second time.

In 2024, Beat Breitenstein will once again ex-
hibit around 1,000 gold-plated oak leaves at the 
Museum Modern Art in Hünfeld under the title 

“Blätterrausch.” He is also working on a new piece 
with gold-plated oak leaves: he embeds them in 
synthetic resin, which preserves them for years 
and makes them suitable for outdoor use.

He draws his inspiration and ideas from na-
ture. Beat Breitenstein’s art captivates with its 
untamed beauty, its great respect for nature, and 
its sensitivity to wood as a material.
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Martina Desax

Emergence (s. 22-23)
Sculptures by the sea, in the mountains, on rocks, 
in the meadows. Different materials and forms 
stand within the landscape. Rhythmic confronta-
tions and sequences interlock, always in search of 
connection, fully integrated into nature.
How is the intention conveyed? Which material 
evokes which feeling? Which form creates which 
atmosphere? Where do the hatching marks, the 
scar in the wood, and the interweaving of the iron 
mesh begin? Clustered yet solitary—fleetingly 
monolithic in effect and perpetually exposed to 
the elements.

Surfaces are finely polished, depending on the 
material and form—permeable, marked, or scarred. 
And then: poetic and delicate, filigree-like braids 
hang from the tree, like a love letter, heralding an 
emergence.

Sawing, splitting and straightening (s. 44-45) 
Carrying wood into the forest, like Euler to Athens? 
A cloaking, a weave, wrapping around the trees 
and their trunks. Firmly held, yet with enough air 
for the space in between. The angular mass of the 
wooden sticks suddenly becomes soft and organ-
ic; it overgrows and takes possession until it is no 
longer clear whether bark or foreign structure, in a 
self-evident way, breaks the resistance.

With the self-sufficient heaps and towers in the 
space, sometimes forming an unfinished rainbow, 
sometimes echoing a sacred fire – it becomes ar-
chitectural and loses its purely organic character. 
Yet even here, curves are preferred over right an-
gles. Only later, with the houses, do things take 
on a playful, whimsical quality, winking at the 
viewer.

Ice Period I (s 56-57) 
Appearing out of nothing, arrested in place, the or-
ganic ice sculptures. For a brief eternity only, like 
whispered forms — sometimes layered, stacked, 
stretched, forced, yet fleeting, captured photo-
graphically to endure. When we see spiderwebs, 
close to an old, worn fabric, they nonetheless re-
semble futuristic towers, deliberately constructed 
and stabilized, even though made of nothing but 
water and transience. Always translucent, poeti-
cally moving, and yet—ice cold.

Site interventions (s 66-67)
Wood takes shape again. Whether cubes—clearly 
contoured with transparency, until the fire re-
duces everything to ash in a soft, gentle glow—or 
upright steles—internally split, vertically layered, 
marking a path when viewed across the landscape.
The (natural) ground serves as a base for the weav-
ings, lying embedded, seemingly delicate but set 
in hard wood, and assembled slats flow alongside 
the river. They form their own stream, a cascading 
staircase downward. They stand as tilted houses, 
permeable and free, yet miraculously balanced, 
seemingly running off.

Until the uneven parquet island brings an 
end to the ephemeral. Standardized sheds are 
enclosed like garden beds but, in spite of this, 
maintain their own life, sinking, pressing up-
ward, testing the observer’s perception with 
their unevenness.

Sculptures and carved patterns (s 82-83)
Serial sequences. Sliced from a single piece, 
cut open and ready for analysis, layer by layer 
shifted against one another. From one form, a 
new form emerges — one that allows a seeing 
through. The original unit remains legible; al-
though filleted apart and twisted expansively 
through space, it rises like a vertebrate creature 
and from then on leads a life of its own. Those 
with the knowledge recognize pattern pieces: 
oak-hard rather than paper-soft, yet made tactile 
and approachable through the etched hatchings.

Suddenly, the sculptural tips reverently into 
the sacred: a man’s head, a heart, displacement 

— and the carefree play of forms turns serious.

Panels (s 102-103)
Finding one’s way. From a bird’s-eye perspec-
tive, immersing in meandering landscapes, 
worn, incised, oxidized, sometimes tinted.
The coloured canyons promise orientation, yet 
everything remains vague until a clear cut, a 
precise line indicates the direction. It guides 
like a pilot through the surface structure, just 
before the next shipwreck.

Orientation in space, however, arises from 
the multipart composition that clad the wall. 
The grouped panels project outward, pushing 
away from their place, emphasizing their own 
weight—while simultaneously disappearing 
subtly into the finest traces inscribed within 
themselves.

Mighty and filigree (s. 128-129)
And suddenly, this elephant. 
Mighty, too, are other standing objects, seem-
ingly set into the ground, concreted, or stacked, 
their full weight separated from the pedestal 
only by a shadow joint. Weathering is every-
where; nature forcefully reclaims its materials, 
shaping along with what another has begun. 
There is never stillness in the statement; move-
ment always seems built in, an autonomous life 
existing, its path continuously opening and 
branching anew.

It becomes delicate only in the interior. De-
ceptively light, the rods and slats hang precisely 
worked, in carefully chosen outer forms. 
Not knowing the secret of their apparent 
weightlessness, a subtle unease fills the space.
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The former priory of Münchenwiler, likely built 
on land used since prehistoric times, provides the 
ideal setting to fully showcase the monumental 
works of Beat Breitenstein. Although Breiten-
stein lives entirely in the “now,” he pays no at-
tention to the currently trending movements in 
contemporary art.
His world is not made of high-tech materials or 
new techniques, but of simple wood, which he 
shapes using a chainsaw and a variety of other 
tools. He gathers this wood with great care, often 
hearing of the felling of centuries-old oaks here 
and there, which he then brings to his forest stu-
dio like a trophy for further processing.
Münchenwiler came to Breitenstein, not the other 
way around. It seemed word had spread that the 
artist possesses a keen sensitivity to responding 
to a space. Magical places have always drawn him, 
and in part his materials are magical as well—the 
ancient trees, each capable of telling countless 
myths. He always works with dignity, following 
the rings and branches of these colossi. Some-
times he rigorously removes parts of the past, 
almost pruning the course of time itself. In this 
way, the works stand in their full magnitude and 
tell a dual story—the story of the tree itself and of 
the artist Breitenstein.
Using sophisticated techniques, he sometimes 
colours the works, artificially accelerating a nat-
urally occurring oxidation process. Through full 
or partial colouring, he restores some of the maj-
esty to the fresh, pale wood, which might have 
seemed lost during the “shedding” or “debarking.” 
For Münchenwiler, he created thirteen works for 
outdoor spaces and seven for the interior.
When he does not wish to emphasize a single 
location but rather a space as a whole, he often 
works with cut branches, weaving them together 
and fixing them with metal wire, thus also draw-
ing attention to their fleeting nature and constant, 
subtle changes. Such installations then encounter 
viewers unexpectedly in the forest or in an old, 
vaulted cellar. They are network-like structures 
that protect a space, while still categorically de-
nying access to its intimate interior.
By contrast, the large-format sculptures naturally 
occupy special places, such as beneath an ancient 
thuja tree or on small hills that were likely used 
for cultic purposes in Celtic times. These works 
create openings and sightlines, focusing the view-
er’s gaze or allowing it to sweep generously across 
the landscape. The sculptures become present yet 
restrained monuments—erratic blocks of organic 
material. The processed tree often reveals its most 
vulnerable inner self and, in turn, asks for the 
necessary openness and respect from the viewer.

Jan Pfennig, Bochum 2022

Gilded times (s.160-161)

Blätterrausch (Rushing of leaves) 
In a new present, the gilding of the oak leaf makes 
the extraordinary within the ordinary visible. 
Gilding, as a classical technique, shifts our per-
ception of nature through the single leaf or the 
leaf grouping into a paradoxical suspension. Rec-
ognition swings between the sensually newly 
arranged attraction and the leaf’s familiar, deeply 
ingrained memory. Supported by the impression 
of rustling, a conceptual backward movement 
places the value of the leaf into broader associ-
ations.
Jan Pfennig, Bochum 2022

Martina Desax

Ice Period II (s.176-177)
Crystal-clear and luminous stand the cut, stacked, 
and inserted elements of ice. Their layered com-
plexity demands sunlight; only then does the 
structure interact powerfully with tonality, trans-
lucence with transparency. Yet the markings in 
the snow evoke winter winds and weather, warn-
ing of the mountain’s raging natural forces and 
reducing each person entirely to themselves alone.
By contrast, the tracks cut into the snow appear 
harmlessly light, seeming like some extrater-
restrial invitation — impossible to decipher as 
to what message they point toward. The same is 
true of the amorphous, colorful outgrowths that 
playfully bubble away the severity of the compact, 
crystal clarity.

Models and Prints (s. 186-187) 
Intention, autonomy, and change determine the 
path. Nothing remains as originally conceived. It 
is not only the enclosed space that transforms and 
defines the expression; natural forces also shape 
it, intervene in its determination, unpredictable 
and uncontrollable. The development of the mod-
el is almost similar. What is thought, designed, 
and created for testing will not exist exactly as 
planned. It can only indicate a possible direction.
Here too, an autonomous life continually reveals 
itself, leaping from two to three dimensions, from 
three to two, building tension, and separate from 
the main work, possessing its own significance. 
Yet the direct juxtaposition of print and object, of 
model and sculpture, makes the work unexpect-
edly tangible and revealingly immediate.

Bernhard Bischoff, art historian

Beat Breitenstein 
in Münchenwiler 
(s. 148)


